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Since the phenctenon of reabuse is postulated as 
being store probable after initial child abuse than is the probability 
of an initial abuse and si^ce cnl; nodest inquiry has b^n directed 
at this phenc0enon« research nas conflicted to ansver tvp questions: 
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Atrareness of child abuse has Increased dramatically In recent years *^ 
It receives promlntfiice In the medla^ universities offer courses on It, and 
politicians. pass laws to fight it (as for example Publ.L. No. 93-247, the 
federal Child Abuse Treatment -Act). Whether or not Its incidence is Increas** 
Ing or epidemic has yet to be fully determined. , Some estimates of frequency 
of occurrence are so broad as to have little meaning'. Soefflng (1975), In 
perhaps a conservative estimate, suggests prevalance to be between 60,000 
and 500,000 annually, Alvey (1975) asserts a more prevalent occurrence with - 
estimates oi: one to four million. 

t In efforts to create awareness of its brutality, and in research into 
understanding the^ phenomenon, many efforts seem to be directed at distinguish- 
ing abusers from nori- abusers'* Only modest inquiry appears directed at the 
phenomenon of reabuse (Herrenkohl, 1979; Cbhn, 1979), although that behavior is 
postulated as befng. more probable, after an initial abuse, than is the proba-* 
bllity of an initial abuse. Cohn (1979)- cites ^reports on reabuse in selected 
projects as varying from 13 to 51 percent even when excluding reports of 
efflotlqnal abuse, mild physical injuries, motional neglect, and mild physical^ 



neglect^^ She concludes a 30 percent reabuse "seems high." Nevertheless, Jfhe 
apparent frequency of ^ the reabuse phenomenon justifies study and provides the 
focus of^thls inquiry. 

The ^specific questions raised are 1) is there patterning to reabuse'such 
that initial incidents may be distinguished as to whether or not abuse is 
likely to Weoccur; and 2) if th^e is patterning, Xs this c^fferent in matro" 
polltan and non^raetropolitan environments. ^ 



The data source for the study Is the official Central Registry of Child - 
Abuse reports In the- State of Wisconsin for a Ave year, five month period. 
In Wisconsin, child protective workers In County Departments of Human Services, 
by statute, ^e required to Investigate all reports of child abusA within ^ 
their county^ Over the years various report forms have been u^ed, but for 
the period from January 1973 through May of 1978 a ^ulte structured S'nd de- 
, tailed Instrument was used. Prior to and following those dates more general 
forms were In effect, but during the study period the report form elicited as 
maiiy as 200 characteristics of the reported Incident. .The report^ were filed 
with the State Department of Community ServIce3^^ah^~plTced in a -iiiagneti(X.j;a^ 



da^ta bank. In addition to the magnetic tape file, a physical file was kept ■ 
by the department with selected Information about abused Individuals. Included 
In this second file were Identification nun^ers and dates of- reports contained 
in the magnetic files. The dependent variable for this investigation, future 
abuse, was constructed by manually determining, from the physical flle^ which' 
Individuals had multiple entries. For those having multiple entries, the one 
with the earliest date was subsequently Identified on the magnetic file as 
Indicating a future abuse, thus creating a dichotomous dependent variable. 

The Independent variables In the Investigation were constructed from ' 
observations recorded on the form.^^ Those variables which could be constructed 
from Items on the form and which have been reported In previous studies to have 
relatlom;hlps dlstlngulshinjg abusers and non-abusers were Identified and used to 
investigate the research questions. Ov^erall, four general areas were selected; 

1) The geographical environment 

2) Characteristics of the abuse Incident ^ 

3) Case management by the social Worker 

4) Demographic characteristics of the parties Involved 
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The ope rationalization of these conceptxjal areas were as follows:- 

Geoitraphlcal fenviromnent . This was deyeloje^d by detei^ whether ^ 
or dot the county where the Incident occurred was a SMSA county. If 
the county Is part of a SMSA, the label of Metropolitan Is used. If 
the couHty Is not a part of 3 SMSA, the label of Mon^Metropolltan Is 
used.,, V 

Characteristics of the Abuse I ncident . Nine. variables were developed. 
These Included: - * . 

Jresence of Ongoing^ Stress : A s^ven-ltem Index reflecting the social 
worker^s* Interpretation of presence of emotional, marital, work, com-^ 
munlty, new baby In home, absence of essential family member, or 
undefined but ongoing stress. 

- Variety^ of Different Stresses : A seven-Item Index reflecting judg- 
ment about stresses due to famll}^ break-up, loss pf ''job, recent 
arguments, fighting, alcohol related problems, drug related prob^ 
lems or other undefined stress. 



Financial Stressed A chree-itiem Index -Inventoryiftg the^jpresence of 
problems due to lack of money, continuing debts,' or unemployment. 

Varle4:y tff Child Induced Stresses : A four-Item Index consisting of 
stresses 'arising froia the child's crying, 'disobedience, hostility 
or other stress Inducing behavfoX. 

^ Variety of Injuries : A 16-ltetii index reflecting the findings of 

Injuries to the child. The identified injuries were bruises, sprains, 
bone fractures. Internal Injuries, skull Injuries, brain damage, . 
psychological injury, suffocation, bums, abrasions, cuts, dlsmem- . 
bermant, freezing, malnutrition, sexual and other non-speclfled 
Injuries. ^ 

Variety of Inflicting Devices : A 16-item index sumudng the assessment 
of Instruments or devices used to Inflict the abuse. 

0 ' ' 

Reportey^s Relation ^ Child : A threB.-ltem response- representing . 
' whether the person reporting the incident was acting In a professional 
role^(la«f enforcement, ]physlclan, teacher, etc.) a parent or re la- ~ 
tlve, or other (st?ranger, neighbor, acquaintance or unidentified). 

Multiple Abuse Incident : A dlchotomous variable reflecting whether 
more than one child was* reported abused In the same Investigation. 

Wuiflber o f Parents i n Home : This variable indicated whether neither, 
one, or both parents were a part of the residential unit of the child 
when the incident occurred. ' - ^ . " 

Case Management by the Social Worker . Two variables were Identified and 
developed. ^ . 
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Variety of Social Servlcea Provided : An eight-Item Index indicating 
the attempt to hj^lp the partlas Involved to cope with the situation* 
These Included possibilities of casework services » guidance or coun- 
sexing clinic > financial d66£g^agR;r~ana~pl^^^ cdie> 
maternity, car^» day care services^ homemaker services^ or other up- 
defined services. . 

Conservatlveness : A four-Item index of actions taken to prevent 
reabuse or protect the ctiild. These included removing the chlld» * 
at least temporarily.^ .from the home; taking the case to juvenile , 
court ;_having^criiBina3^actlon*^at. leasts teferred_tp_.the_dl5Jtrict^ 



attorney; and taking action toWemove other <Aildren from the home. 

Demographic caiaracterl sties of the Parties Involved * Characteristics of 
the-child^ the abuser> the child's mother^ and the chlld^s father were 
avallable-on the" form and utilized* ^. ^ 

%■ 

Demographic Characteristics . of the Abused Child : 
, Age: The chronological years of life. * 
Sex : A dichotomous variabjle of male and female distinction." 
lEacy : — A-diehotomoxiS-jgar lable of i ^te and non"whlte distinction. 



Demographic Chatacterl sties of ^ the Abuser : 
^ge: The "chronological years of life. 

' Sex : A dichotomous variable of male and .female distinction^ 

Race : . A dichotomous variable of white and non*whlte distinction. 

' Relation t5^.Chlld : A three-Item scale reflecting social distance - 
natural parent; foster^ step or adoptive parent; or other. 

Abused as a Child : A threes-Item scale of yes» unknown and no. 

Demographic Characteristics, of the Mother : 

Age : The chronological years of life. 

Sex: A dichotomous variable of male and female distinction. 

Educational Attainment : A five-item scale of the categories 
less than eighth grade^ some high school^ high school- graduate^ 
some' college or vocational trainings and college graduate. 

Occupation : A three-point scale Indicating housewife^ employed and 
unemployed* 

Demographic Characteristics of ^ the Father . Because of the magnitude 
of missing data on the father^ only one variable was utilized;^ 

Age ; The chronological years of life. 

6 ^ : ^ \ 
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Statistics aiid distribution data for these variables are found , 

■ ' ' ' ■ / . ■ ■ 

In Table 1* Reliability and validity pf the^ (lata are not fully ascertained. 

' 7 
There were Indications of some clerical errors in noting reabuse cases on the 

- / ' ■ ' 

Original card file. Some ambiguity existed within the physical file in linking 

" - /' ' 

'together the same individual and siblings and, on occasion^ the same abtiser. 

. / 

_Most_afjthesfi.,_hQwever,^w.er^/jres61ved_witK,confldencet_L0f. greater, concern 
is the information contalned/On the investigation report form. While the re- 

; '/X^^ ^ - . ^ - - 

ports were completed by professional social workers, considerable variation in 
the amount of information available to the social worker^!a^"jtell as in the pro- 
fesslonal judgement of that information is to be expected stfStewide. The 
magnitude of missing data was sb large as to prohibit use-of-i^otential Jirafiables. 
On occasion, variables with considerable missing data wes^e Included becjause of 

— the-^riable*s salience; l*e. , abuser abused as a child. Also, while filing 

\ 

the reports in the state Central Registry was a part of state regulation^ there 
were IndlcjLtlotts to the researchers where this may have been delayed or clrcum-3 
vented, at least occasionally* In addition, there were-some logical errors with 
the form. For .example^ the item dealing with possible placement of children 
assumed, more than one chlld^ the contingency for only child was not provided. 
Nevertheless, since social i^rk is a profession where individuals do bring- 

. 

some active professional ingredient to the investigation^ the researchers con- 

/. 

eluded the f^le should. have scientific value in developing profiles of the 
abuse and reabuse phenomena. 

As indicated earlier, ^the stqdy population is all reports in the ci^tral 
Registry fll^ of the State of Wisconsin for nearly a five and one*-half year 
period. During this period, from January 1973^,through May i&78> some 10,666 ^ , 
official reports were filed. The report cortained four levels of abuse 
differentiation: 
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1) no neglect and no abuse - ' t 
■ ^ ^ 2) neglect, but not abuse 

3) abuse uncertain 

4) abuse certain \ , 

V 

■ 5) abuse legally established. 
For this paper, only statuses 4.^nd 5 were retained for analysis* This Initial 

filtering of the reports refduced the original population to 4>3t3 eases, or 

■ , »# ' ' ' " • , 

approximately 41 percent of th'e 'Cotal reports*^ Table 2 presents trend data for 
the period. Annual reports aore than doubled during -the Study period; and' £Im 
percent of the reports whict^\re case status 4 and 5 remained quite constant at 
abeut 40 percent-. The number of reports, vhile Increasing during the period, 
did not display a constant rate of. increase, however. 

Among the certain or legally established'' cases, 2439 (or 56.5 pet^cent) 
were In metropolitan areas, and 1874 (or 43. 3^ percent) were In non^metropolitan 
areas. When standardised by the total number of children under 18 years, these 
reports constitute an averaged annual rate of 48.3 and 54.1 per 100,000 children 
la -the fMtropelL^^ and cion'-metropolitan areas, respectively. 
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AmoTlg the cases retained for analysis trere 310 reports (or approiclmately 
seven percent) where reabuse wojuld later occur and^e filed. Of these, 152 mra 
filed in actropolltan areas and 154 In n^nHtietrofiolltaa araas. this constltutas 



an averaged annual reafause rate of 0*30 and 0,^6 per lOO^OOO children in metro- 
pollcan and non^metropollcan areas ^ respecclvely. ^ 

Uslna the crlterlan chosen In this investigation for reafause, the conclusion 
is that ic Is not a higfily prevalent phenomenon. Certainly, the reafause found 
here is considerably less frequent Chan sugg«;sced fay Cohn (1979). There may be 
several factors for the discrepancy, but three iraporcanc ones should fae empha- ^ 
sized. The first: Is the ri^or for inclusion in this investigation (aouse certdtn 
oc legally established! foe both - official reports. Tb^ secotld is "the tather. - 
narrow time frame from which&data were avallabl* Ca&out five an<l one^balf 
years) which prohibited folU^ng the cohort to «clulthe<Kl. A^^ird> dnit veil 
known one> is chac repuced cases do not reflecc^the' entire poiAilaticn of abuse 
incidents. r ^ 

■ ■ ■ ■ 

Because of the imbalance becveen those reports where no future dfause was 
indicated and chose where reibttse did occur (ratio of nearly 1^ .to 1)> a random 
sample of the non^^re^fause ca^es was caken. This subsample was of like size Co 
the reabuse number. Analysers was then conducced on this reduced sample of 620, 

r ■ . . ' '.I 

which included 3(12 reporcs xrom metropolitan areas and 310 reports from non*. ^ 
metropolitan -areas* ^ " ^ 

Zero-order and multiple correlation analysis was condacttd between the de- 
pendent variafale of futuri reabuse and the independent variafales. The procedure^ 
were conducted separately for the metropolitan .and non-metropolitan reports as 
well as for the pooled sample* Table 3 presents the zero-order, analysis and * 
Tables 5, and 6 the multiple correlation^sunimaries* % J * 

Hhen lnsp«ctlng the statistics m Table 3 on tVie zero-«rder rfelationships. 
the liweaiate reaction i»<ioti«« the rather* low najtiituae of th* test Statistics - 
Indeed, none was larger Chan +;i8. Nevertheless, some arfe statistically sig- 
nificant and interesting patterns do emerge.-^ For example, among the ^ine 
variables related to the *bu«« Incidectt, fi^e act 4t»tisticaLly siyiificant 



fib 1^/3. Zttfo-ordcr cori'cl^^tioM cc^ffncictiCj bwt*^<sii Futurii ilhu^c drid Independent V^riiiblvs 
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Pnes^nce of On^ln^ Stress . 
Variety of Ot//eritHt Stresses 
ftnanctal Stresses * > 
VarUty o/ ChHd Enouced Str^ses 
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Variety of Inflicting Devices 
fi^Porwn a^Utff^ :o Child' 
^Itiplit Ab^*se tnClCcrtt 
nmtntr Of .Parents U\ S!orce 

Sioclal KorSiers H4iLdtlng c/ Cas« 

Variety of Social Service Providtid 
Conservattveness 

. Oemogr^Phfc Characurf sties of^ Abused Chlid 
Age 
Sex 
Rjce 

» 

Cenogr^phlc ChatacterlstKs of Afeysar, 

Age ' 

Sex 

^c« 

fleU'tlon Co Chfid 
" Abused as a ChHd 
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* 0ccu*P4tion 

.0«(J»graphlc Characteristics of Father 

Age 
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Significant at .OS level of chance occurrence • ^ 

^^Significant at .01 level of chance ocsurreme ' ^ 

or tiA metrop^ijjttan reports and one Is. significant anong the ni»n**mfttTOpolltan 
jreports. Of those showing significance,* three are str«ss variables. Stress . 
as been a iiiffer«ntiatiiig variable in plrevlous studies distinguishing abusers. 



and non*abusers (Serrano, et. al., 19^79; Smith and Hanson, 1974; Egeland and 

Brunnquell, '1969; Hunter, et,. all , 1978; Justice and Duncan, 1968; Lynch and 

J ► # ^ ' 

I Roberts, 1977). Findings of this* analysis sugg«t It to be related to ♦:he 
reabuse phenomenon in metropolitan areas as well. ^ * ' . 

The abuse ln<*tdant variable significantly related to r»abuse in tha ^tfwa- 



maitrcpolitan reports Is multiple abuse. Interestingly, this is an Inverse 
trelatlonship and rur« eoun|ter to th« f Indies of Corey* 0*75). 



* Both variables on the social worker ^s handling of the case are related 

in the non^nie^ropolitan areas and one is related £or che metropolitan area 

if 

reports. A weak^ but significant, relationship is £ound*with providing social 
setvlces* The rerationship is counter to expectations in that the iiiore services 
provided^ thj ibore likely is the abuse^ to reoccur. A post h oc explanation for 
this may be that reabuse cases are highly pathological and providing services 
is Aot sufficient to^ counter ^e sitfuation* 

In the non-metropolitan analysis, four demographic variables were found to 
6e si^rtlfic^ntly related to future r^ab^se. These were age of the child Cyoungcr 
children are more lively to reabused) , occt^pation of the mother (housewife 
role is more I lk«ly to raabuse) , and dge\of gareots ^younger parents* are* wore 



rAb1«4* Vultlpltt CorreUUtfii CO*f>*fciwt ind F-Ratio uoon entering StcO'wi** Segn^s^on equation. 
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Mother's Educational Attainment 
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Ag: of Child ' 


.361 ' 






Multiple Abuse incldint ' 
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Sex'o^^bused Chlld^ 


^ .379 


' S,6t - 




Abuser Abused as a Ch11<i 


\.384 ^ 


. 5,Zt 




^tiuur^i Age 


.389 


4.86 




Race of Abuied ChHd 


♦ .393 *' 


4.56 




ftepoHer's delation to Child 


*396 


4,27 




^Variety qf Injuries 


' *399 


4,01 




. "'-^Father** Aje , 




3.79 




HotJ4r*i Ag, 


.404 


3.60 ^ , 




' Abuser's Sejt 


' .406 


3.40 




^ ftumber of »*arenti In Hoiftt 




' 3.06 




Presence of O.n90ln9 Ztnss 




' 2,90 




Aace of Abuser 




1 2.77 




^ , Variety of Child Induced ^trtsses 


.^59 \ 


2.63 
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* ■ 



.#tot entered t<ere Variety of Stresses and V^rl^cy of Social Services Provided 



nbU^S. fluUtpl^ CorrelttlQN Coeffi^fent ^nd f-Aatto upon ent^rtng 5tep*wt»« (IvfffSSfon tq$i4tfon 
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F - Ratio 



rbther*s Age 


.183 
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Cons«ryjtWen«ss 






3.33^ 


Vifiety of Social SeTvtces Provided 


•267 ; 
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^ItlpU Abuse, Incident 
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7.23 


V4f1<ty of Injuft^ 


.319 




6*83 


St% of Abused Child 


.329 

4 




640 


A^e of CriHd 


.339 




6.54 


!^ihtr*s Educational j^ttafRrrenc 






S.09 


ileporter** delation 53 Child 


.352 




4.67 


Age of Abuser 


.3S7 




4.^34 


presence of Ongoing Strsii^ 


.361 ■ 




4,02 


Abuser's Relation ;o ChHd 


.35S * 




" 3,78" 


dumber V Parents in Hcs:e 


.363 




3.55 


Financial Stresses 


.372 


• 


3*36 


Abuser Abused as Child 


,373 




3*14 


Variety of Child induced Strssses 


.373 




2.9S 


Sex of Abuser' 


.374 




2.77 


Variety of Stresses 


.376 




J* 62 


Mother's Occupation 


.376 




' 2.47 


Race of Child 


.375' 




2.34 


Variety of Inflicting Oevices 


.376 




. .2.22 


■aace of Abuser " 


J7V--- 




t.02 


sot enter^^Was^e^f fdCner 



likely Co reabuse) . The findings with regard Co age of parents/is consistent 
,wich those reporced fay Holcer and FreUdnan (1968;, Lynch and Roberts (1977)^ and 
lauer. ec. al. (1974). ■ 

Mong the mecropoUcan reports, inverse Ulatlbnships'.were founS between. ^ 
. re*buse and two dwnograpUc variables:' educaclbnal attl^^ent of che mother 
and social dlscance of abuser. The -educaclonal relationship Is consistence 
with findings of Hunter (^978). ■ ' „' 

■ In an effort co explore mulcivarlate relationships with future abuse. /. 
tmilclple correlation coefficients were computed with future. reabuse as the 
dependent variable. .These results, presented In Tables 4. 5. and 6..3ho« aiost 
.o^^^arlab^es when entering the stepwise regression equation made a^Ignlf^ 
^icanc* *lb«it somewhat sp«U. contribution to the^ejtpUndtioo of w«buse. a 
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UtU 6. Il^mple Correlation Coetflccnt and F-i*atlo for Pookd SawpU ' 62(»* 
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7.12 
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A^e of Abusar 
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Abuser Abused as Child 


.304 






5.55 


Variety of InfHctIng Devices 


.307 






5.27 


;tace of Child 


.309 






. 4,93 


Reporter's ;ie1at1on to ChHd 


.312 






4.6S 


Financial Stresses 








4.37 


>5other*s Age 


.314 






4.12 


ftunber of Parents fn Hooe , 


.315 






3.90 


Sex of Abuser 








- 3.72 


Variety of Injuries - . 


.317 






3.54 


Sex of Child 


.313 








Race of Abuser 


.313 






3.07 



Wot «ntared were Variety of Chitd induced Stresses and Variecy of Oifferent Stresses 

Inspection of the three..tables does show some different pattemings. Perhaps- 

useful to' note, is that the pooled saiiiple results in a smaller^overall coeJ r 

^ficient than does either the met^ropolitaii or n^n-mettropolitan coefficient* 
This Eiay in p^rt be due to 'correlating error in the ''former instances, but the* ' 
etiology here as well as in the bivarlate relationships seetns to suggest stress 
as being a more Important factor associated with reabuae in tnetropolitan areas 
Xhan in non-metrppolUtan areasT In the non*metropolitan areas,, demographic * \ 
factors seem to be more potent. 

Since the multiple regression correlatitfn coefficients do sfiow some degree 
of association, the analysis uas earned a step further. Utilizing thj^regres- 
sion equation from the correlational analysis, predicted scores were calculated 
and plotted. The greatest dlfferentiatTng dichotomy was drawn to .assess efflc-^ 
iency df prediction. Tables 7 and >8 present these outcomes. For both settings, 



Tao1j» 1* Cross CUfslficaUon of ActudJ.artd Predicud Ifetttmse. 
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TabU Cross Classitfication of Accual and Predicted Reabu^e. 
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the cl^sslflcatlpn is statistically significant at the .01 level as Vefilacte'd 
in the Chi Square and JDifference of Progortlon tests. Hd^ever, the prediction 
— Is^only minimally proficient. Furthermore, these'^^ts are utilizing the data 
from. which the predlctloti formula was developed, "felldatlon on an Independent 
set of cases most likely would result In even greater- error in prediction. ' 

In summary, it must be emphasized tfiese findings werd "^ex^aordlnarlly ten- 
upus. There are several reasons for this In ^ddl^^ to the weakness of the 
relationships. The data set, while large, ^a^'ljbeli^,^^ population for an 

\eiitlre"'sCate, iias inherent reliability limitations. This steW f rom the na^ur^ 
9f reporting. Each cour^t/ has one or more individuals investigating reported 

^ incidences. These professionals make different sobje\:tlve assessments on often 
incomplete Informatlbn on often rather complex events. " 



'Gotisequently , tliis\itiquiry leaves somewhat open >*tided both, questions 
aSldressed at the outset* \ to the question "Is. there a patterning to reafause?" 

the answer vould fae "yes, hut^ not .very strong." To the question, "Is the 

. . ^ " '* 
patterning different between metropolitan and non-metropolitan settings?", 

again* the answer is "yes* but because of the amount of unexplained variance* 

the answer is guarded." To the goal of forecasting, the model developed is 

only slightly better than chance. 
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